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Reflections on Avidya 


Purvapakshin: You say that avidya is bondage and overcoming avidya is liberation. 
Siddhantin: True. These are the words of the eternal error-free scriptures. 

Purvapakshin: What is this avidya? 

Siddhantin: The sense of limitation, that | am a jiva, which brings about the sense of 
individuality, perception of distinctions, cognition of plurality, related desires, fear, 
anger, likes, dislikes, agentship is avidya. Overcoming this avidya, one realizes one’s true 
Self as Brahman. 

Purvapakshin: Is this avidya real or unreal? If it is real, then Brahman is no longer 
distinctions-less non-dual. If it is unreal, then avidya doesn’t exist, and consequently this 
current samsara will endure forever with no concept of liberation. If avidya is unreal and 
just imagined, what then is the cause of this imagination and is that cause real or 
unreal? Thus either Advaita breaks or there is illogical infinite regress. 

Siddhantin: Avidya is considered as mithya - appears to be real while being perceived 
but is capable of being negated or sublated. It is considered as neither real nor unreal 
nor both; also termed as anirvachaniya. From our current bondage’s standpoint or jiva’s 
perspective avidya is anadi and causeless. But from liberation’s standpoint or Brahman’s 
perspective, avidya is just ever non-existent. Thus, this doesn’t break up distinctions-less 
non-duality or result in an illogical infinite regress. 

Purvapakshin: How can avidya be mithya or anirvachaniya? There is no such thing as 
mithya or anirvachaniya. Either an object exists, is cognizable and hence real or it 
doesn’t exist, is not cognizable and hence unreal. 

Siddhantin: Are you familiar with the term “Quantum Superposition”? A quantum object 
in superposition state cannot be definitively said to exist in a state ‘A’ or state ‘B’ until it 
is measured. The state is indefinite. Of course, this is just a limited example. Real, by our 


definition is that which exists immutable across all periods of time. Unreal is that which 
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never exists anywhere. Consequently something that has been experienced but later 
negated is, per the above definition, neither real nor unreal nor both. This is mithya. You 
may come up with a different definition of real which may also encompass this mithya 
status, but from our definition this status stands validated. 

Purvapakshin: What is the pramana for this definition / understanding of avidya? 
Siddhantin: Sruti, yukti, anubhava - all demonstrate this concept of mithya 
anirvachaniya avidya. 

Purvapakshin: The sruti statements have been clearly and satisfactorily explained by 
other sampradhayam acharyas without bringing in this concept of mithya avidya. 
Siddhantin: Perhaps. So have the various Advaita acharyas successfully and consistently 
explained the sruti statements. Per our understanding of the scriptures, there is an 
unequivocal teaching that perception of any distinctions / plurality, whatsoever, is only 
the realm of avidya and bondage. There is absolutely no distinctions whatsoever in 
Brahman. This realization alone is true liberation. Examples include BU-1.4.2, BU-4.3.31, 
BU-4.4.19, CU-6.2.1. It is up to each sampradhayam to evaluate if their understanding of 
moksha entails any perception of distinctions / plurality or not. We do not stand to 
judge other’s opinions. 

Purvapakshin: Anubhava or personal experience doesn’t correlate with this mithya 
avidya. 

Siddhantin: Indeed it does correlate. Several Advaita acharyas have corroborated their 
personal experience and direct immediate realization (aparokshanubhuti) with the 
teachings of Advaita. The mithyatva of avidya is justified based on their 
aparokshanubhuti. How can you disprove their personal experience? For a person who 
has not yet tasted sweetness, how can they disprove another person’s direct experience 
of sweetness on having eaten sugar before? Your statement only demonstrates your 
lacking this personal experience. This is similar to a person with their eyes closed and 
proclaiming that the Sun does not exist! 


Purvapakshin: Yukti or logic cannot prove this concept of mithya avidya. 
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Siddhantin: You say that logic cannot prove this concept of mithya avidya. But we ask 
you a question prior, can logic disprove the distinctions-less non-dual nature of 
Brahman? Can logic refute Advaita? This is indeed impossible. Any amount of logical 
understanding, reasoning and discussion involves the cognition of distinctions and realm 
of plurality. How can one staying in the realm of plurality attempt to disprove the non- 
duality state that transcends plurality? This is just as how no amount of logical argument 
can ever prove or disprove the state of sleep for a person who has never slept before. 
Other people who have experienced sleep can vouch for it, but that person mere logical 
argument will lead nowhere and only demonstrates their utter ignorance of sleep. 
Advaita indicates the absolute non-dual state that transcends the current experience of 
plurality. Several Advaita acharyas have realized this state as their own true nature and 
in full compassion have attempted to teach others. One indeed has to follow the 
practices of Advaita sadhana to experience this state. Only on the adoption and practice 
of Advaita sadhana can one attempt to prove or disprove the state of realization that is 
said to be the result of the sadhana. Now, to your question whether logic can prove this 
concept of mithya avidya; just as a misunderstood snake is realized to be just a rope on 
the rise of discriminatory knowledge overcoming ignorance, the same way the 
misunderstood experience of plurality is realized to be the distinctions-less non-dual 
Brahman on the rise of knowledge of oneness overcoming avidya. Since per our 
definition, avidya appears to be real now, but is indeed sublated in the state of 
realization, avidya is only mithya. 

Purvapakshin: If indeed avidya is mithya and is currently experienced, who or what is 
the locus of avidya? 

Siddhantin: You are the locus of avidya. 

Purvapakshin: How can | be the locus of avidya? 

Siddhantin: Since you have the question about the locus of avidya, you - the questioner - 
can only be the locus of avidya. 

Purvapakshin: | can understand that | am the locus of the avidya of the ‘locus of avidya’. 


But how am | the locus of avidya itself? 
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Siddhantin: There is only one avidya. All subsequent avidyas are only manifestation of 
this one avidya. Hence the foundational avidya should only have you as the locus. 
Purvapakshin: What if | don’t have a doubt about the locus of avidya? Will | still be the 
locus of avidya? 

Siddhantin: The very sense of individuality and cognition of plurality is the manifestation 
of avidya. As long as you retain the sense of individuality or cognize the world of 
plurality, avidya is said to persist, and you are the locus. 

Purvapakshin: For which avidya am | the locus? 

Siddhantin: There is only one avidya - the source of the sense of individuality or 
cognition of plurality - that is subjectively associated with you. You are the locus of this 
avidya. 

Purvapakshin: Is avidya one or many? 

Siddhantin: Subjectively avidya is one. But it gives rise to plurality. 

Purvapakshin: If avidya is one, who is the locus of your avidya? 

Siddhantin: There is no ‘my’ avidya separate from your avidya. It is only your avidya that 
gives rise to your sense of plurality and a cognition of my existence. What you consider 
as ‘my’ avidya is nothing but your avidya only. 

Purvapakshin: If avidya is one and it is my avidya, when | attain moksha, will you too 
attain moksha? 

Siddhantin: When you attain moksha and realize Brahman, you are verily the non-dual 
Brahman, and | as a separate individual no longer exist. It is irrelevant and illogical 
whether | too attain moksha or not. 

Purvapakshin: So, is the locus the jiva or Brahman? 

Siddhantin: You are the locus. This is purely subjective. Let’s not try to objectify this. 
Purvapakshin: But who am I? Jiva or Brahman? 

Siddhantin: That’s something you have to realize! 

Purvapakshin: What if | believe | am Brahman? 

Siddhantin: It is not quite a question of mere belief. It is direct immediate realization 


(aparokshanubhuti) and a firm intellectual conviction arising from the realization. Per 
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scriptures, the knower of Brahman is verily Brahman. Brahman has no avidya. But the 
very question “what is the locus of avidya” implies a presumptive existence of avidya 
from your perspective. Thus the questioner has clearly not realized Brahman. Therefore 
realize Brahman, and then this question can be revisited if indeed possible and valid. 
Purvapakshin: What if | believe | am a Jiva? 

Siddhantin: If so, then you - the jiva - are the locus of avidya. 

Purvapakshin: So it is agreed then that the jiva is the locus of avidya. 

Siddhantin: Subjectively yes. Each person who considers individuality of themselves is a 
jiva, and thus a locus of avidya. But this consideration of individuality is itself avidya 
only. Jiva being a phantom image, a misunderstanding, the foundational substrate of 
jiva is Brahman. Thus it is Brahman alone who is the locus of avidya, just as the rope is 
the locus of the erroneous snake. 

Purvapakshin: We will come to Brahman next; but how can jiva be the locus of avidya? 
Since this causes mutual dependence. 

Siddhantin: The questioner, subjectively, is the jiva. You are the jiva. The questioner is 
the locus of avidya. There is no mutual dependence but only coexistence. As long as 
individuality exists, avidya too exists. As long as avidya exists, it will result in the sense of 
individuality. One is not really the cause of the other but they coexist from beginningless 
time. Avidya is the sense of individuality - the jiva. It is accepted by all vedantins that the 
individual (jiva) is beginningless. Thus you are beginningless. It is also accepted by all 
vedantins that avidya too is beginningless. It is also accepted by all vedantins that avidya 
has the ability to confuse and confound jivas. Therefore it is to be accepted by all 
vedantins that jiva and avidya co-exists without an originating cause-effect relationship. 
When the sense of individuality is transcended, avidya is transcended as well. 
Purvapakshin: In the state of deep-sleep, individuality is no longer experienced. Then it 
should be said that avidya too should be transcended. 

Siddhantin: Not quite. Not experiencing something doesn’t mean transcending it. In the 
state of deep-sleep, there is no experience of individuality. Similarly there is no 


experience of avidya either. But individuality exists in an unmanifest form, since the 
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person wakes up from deep-sleep. Similarly avidya too exists in an unmanifest state. 
This subtle presence of avidya is indeed experienced in deep-sleep which manifests as 
the subsequent recollection of the form “I slept blissfully; | did not know anything” after 
waking up. 

Purvapakshin: In that case, even a jnani who has realized Brahman, when waking up 
from deep-sleep should now have avidya! 

Siddhantin: Agreed. But let the jnani first accept the assumption that he goes to a deep- 
sleep state and wakes up from that state! 

Purvapakshin: What is meant by this? Don’t we see even jnanis around us who eat and 
talk and sleep as normal people? 

Siddhantin: Indeed so. The jnani’s body, senses and antahkarana act similar to others. 
But why should this imply that the jnani’s awareness and realization too is same as 
others? Only a jnani or Brahman is truly aware of the state of self-awareness. It cannot 
be intellectually conceived by others. This is a very subjective awareness. Therefore, 
whether a jnani too experiences avidya or not is a very subjective question that only a 
jnani can answer. 

Purvapakshin: Subjectively, as an individual, this is fine. But how can such a subjective 
avidya create the material universe around us? 

Siddhantin: The material creation also coexists with the individuality. Jiva, avidya, jagat 
are coexistent. The created universe coexists with the cognition of the universe. 
Purvapakshin: Do you mean to say that the universe exists because | cognize it? 
Siddhantin: Indeed so. Can you experientially prove the existence of the universe when 
you do not cognize it? Are you aware of the existence of the universe when you are in 
deep-sleep? 

Purvapakshin: Agreed that my awareness of universe is only when | cognize it. But even 
when | am in deep-sleep, the universe still exists for others who are awake. 

Siddhantin: But are you aware of other’s existence and other’s awareness of the 
universe when you are in deep-sleep? 


Purvapakshin: No, | am not. 
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Siddhantin: Then this establishes that the existence of the universe, the existence of 
others and even the other’s experience of the universe is all only when you cognize 
them. Beyond your subjective cognition, there is no proof for the existence of any of 
these. Likewise, this is subjective to each individual who is cognizing plurality. 
Purvapakshin: If the universe exists since you and |, individually & subjectively, cognize 
it, how is it that you and | perceive the same universe, in the same fashion and there is a 
continuity of space, time and objects? 

Siddhantin: First of all, what is the proof that you and | (or any two individuals) perceive 
the universe the same way? For instance, for what you call as green color, what is the 
objective proof that | too perceive it exactly as how you perceive it? Beyond your 
cognition of all objects, do the objects ever actively demonstrate their independent 
existence (including their nature & attributes)? An object’s nature and attributes are all 
only what one can cognize. 

Purvapakshin: Nevertheless, what | call as a square, based on certain pre-defined 
conventions, you too, with the right knowledge of those conventions, would call it a 
square. 

Siddhantin: Yes, this is only because of the alignment of the pre-defined conventions 
and alignment of our understanding. This alignment exists because intrinsically the 
body, senses and antahkarana (BMI - body mind intellect in short) are quite similar 
between you and | (any two individuals). The same alignment causes the appearance of 
continuity of space, time and objects. 

Purvapakshin: | understand the alignment resulting in a common understanding, but 
how is this alignment also resulting in continuity of space, time and objects? 
Siddhantin: The continuity is because of the association or relationship of the various 
BMls. Though the BMIs are distinct, the individual BMls are connected as part of the 
whole. This connection exists at the unmanifest vasanas / karma level. When taken as 
collective, the vasanas / karma is called Maya and collective prakruti (nature). When 
taken as individual, the vasanas / karma is called avidya and individual prakruti (nature). 


Just as the individual vasanas / karma manifests as individual BMI resulting in the 
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cognition of plurality, the collective vasanas / karma too manifests as the collective BMI 
resulting in the cognition of plurality. Because of this association, the continuity of 
plurality perceived appears to be maintained. In other words, the very avidya, results in 
the appearance of a continuity of space, time and objects. 

Purvapakshin: So, is this avidya one or many? 

Siddhantin: As seen earlier, avidya is one but appears as many. When seen as one, there 
is only one jiva, who on realizing Brahman there is never ever any avidya. When 
cognized as many, due to avidya itself, the experience of realization appears as 
individualistic and consequently there are several jivas, some of whom may appear to 
independently realize Brahman. Thus, there is no incongruity with the jiva being the 
locus of avidya. But the fact remains that Brahman is one alone and non-dual, bereft of 
any and all distinctions whatsoever. 

Purvapakshin: But it is also said that jiva actually is not different from Brahman. 
Siddhantin: True. Jiva actually is not different from Brahman. 

Purvapakshin: This then means Brahman is the locus of avidya! 

Siddhantin: True. Jiva as an entity also subsists on Brahman. Everything being Brahman 
alone implies Brahman being the substratum of all objects and experiences, including 
avidya. 

Purvapakshin: How can Brahman be the locus of avidya? 

Siddhantin: Avidya itself being just illusory, why cannot it be mistaken to subsist on 
Brahman? 

Purvapakshin: Brahman being pure Knowledge, how can ignorance subsist on pure 
knowledge? This is as impossible as darkness subsisting on light! Either Brahman’s 
knowledge should remove avidya, or avidya should be capable of blocking Brahman’s 
knowledge. 

Siddhantin: Light and darkness are antagonistic to each other. Thus darkness cannot 
subsist on light. But Brahman and avidya are not antagonistic to each other? Hence 
there is no incongruity with avidya subsisting on Brahman. They do not affect each other 


at all, just as a mistaken snake and the actual rope do not affect each other at all. 


75. 


76. 


77. 


78. 


79. 


80. 


81. 
82. 


83. 


84. 


Purvapakshin: Brahman is pure Knowledge. Avidya is ignorance or lack of knowledge. 
Aren’t they antagonistic? 

Siddhantin: No. Brahman as pure Knowledge is the revealer of everything, including 
avidya itself. This means that one is aware of one’s own ignorance only due to Brahman 
being a revealer of the ignorance. 

Purvapakshin: If Brahman, as pure Knowledge, is not antagonistic to avidya, then there 
cannot be anything that can overcome or remove avidya! 

Siddhantin: Not true. Knowledge that is antagonistic to avidya is capable of overcoming 
or removing avidya. 

Purvapakshin: Does it mean that there is some knowledge, that is distinct from 
Brahman, which is antagonistic to avidya? 

Siddhantin: Yes, that is true. 

Purvapakshin: Brahman, then is no longer non-dual! 

Siddhantin: Well, not so! Just as avidya is only illusory, even this knowledge that is 
antagonistic to avidya is only illusory. Neither avidya nor this antagonistic knowledge 
breaks up the non-duality of Brahman. 

Purvapakshin: If Brahman, as pure Knowledge, is incapable of removing avidya, whereas 
some other merely illusory knowledge is capable so, doesn’t it mean Brahman is quite 
powerless when compared to this other knowledge? 

Siddhantin: Not so. On the contrary, this only establishes the supremacy of Brahman 
and its non duality. Brahman, truly being all pervasive and the substratum of all, It is not 
antagonistic to even avidya and the latter subsists in the very Brahman. There are no 
likes-dislikes for Brahman. Brahman is truly all-revealing. Everything that exists, is 
experienced or cognized, is all revealed by Brahman. Just as a patch of clouds, 
apparently covering up the Sun, is also revealed by the same Sun that it is trying to 
cover up! In the same way, avidya, that attempts to cover up Brahman is also revealed 
or functions as that, purely by the grace of the very same Brahman that it is trying to 


cover up! 
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Purvapakshin: Well, if the other knowledge is also as illusory as avidya, then how can 
this illusory knowledge remove avidya? This is as impossible as illusory mirage water 
quenching thirst! 

Siddhantin: Not so. Avidya and it’s adversary knowledge have the same level of reality. If 
avidya is considered real from the current perspective of plurality, then this other 
knowledge is also considered real from the current perspective. Avidya is illusory only 
from Brahman’s perspective; consequently this other knowledge is also illusory only 
from Brahman’s perspective. The example mentioned is invalid since the water in the 
mirage does not have the same of reality as that of the thirst. 

Purvapakshin: What is this illusory knowledge, that is antagonistic to avidya? 
Siddhantin: To better understand the nature of this other knowledge, it is important to 
understand the nature of avidya. Considering the non-self to be the Self is the nature of 
non-discriminating avidya. Knowledge is the clear discrimination of the Self from the 
non-self. Avidya is the perception of plurality and distinction between Brahman & 
Atman. Knowledge is the realization of oneness and Brahman-Atman ekatvam. 
Purvapakshin: How is this knowledge capable of removing avidya? 

Siddhantin: Oversimplifying, in an attempt to explain: The antahkarana is said to be 
functioning when there is a modification or a vritti or a thought in the antahkarana. 
Avidya is manifested through these vrittis. Whenever there is a particular limited vritti 
formed & illumined in antahkarana, there is the cognition of the corresponding object. 
These limited vrittis always brings about the sense of distinction of between the 
knower, known and means of knowledge (the triputi). But this particular knowledge 
doesn’t involve a particular limited vritti. Instead the vritti formed is called akhandakara 
vritti and is capable of removing the distinctions of triputi. With the genesis of this 
akhandakara vritti, the ignorance of plurality is removed and the true nature of the Self 
shines forth. This is the knowledge of oneness. 

Purvapakshin: How is it then stated that this knowledge is also only illusory? 
Siddhantin: Avidya is manifested as an aspect of antahkarana. Similarly, even this 


knowledge of oneness is only manifested in the antahkarana. This knowledge of 
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oneness has the power to remove all perceptions of distinctions, and finally gets 
subdued itself, just as a fire extinguishes itself after burning up all fuel. When all 
thoughts vanish in the antahkarana, Brahman shines forth by Itself in all Its majesty! It is 
thus not incongruous to consider Brahman alone as the locus of even avidya. 
Purvapakshin: What then is the relationship between avidya and maya? Is it the same or 
different? 

Siddhantin: Though loosely considered as synonymous, it is definitely closely related. 
Depending on the nuances of the definition and details, one may identify subtle 
distinctions between these terms. Maya is generally associated with the collective Isvara 
whereas avidya is generally associated with individual jiva as their respective 
conditioning. In this sense, avidya can be taken as part of the maya whole. In another 
sense, avidya is limited to the avarana (concealment) aspect whereas maya is 
considered as the vikshepa (projection) aspect. Except for scholarly pundits, one doesn’t 
have to argue deeper on whether maya is same as avidya or not. As long as one believes 
in removing avidya through jnana, they are on the clear path of moksha sadhana. 
Purvapakshin: But isn’t it important to understand what causes what? Does maya cause 
individual avidya or does avidya cause maya? 

Siddhantin: How does it actually matter to you on what causes what? It has been clearly 
stated that by surrendering completely to Isvara one can overcome avidya. It has also 
been clearly stated that by surrendering completely to Isvara one can overcome maya. 
Thus by surrendering the BMI to one’s Self, avidya and maya are both overcome. This 
alone results in the Brahman-Atman ekatvam. In the state of realization, there is neither 
avidya nor maya. 

Purvapakshin: But for the sake of discussion it is important to logically understand 
causality. 

Siddhantin: Be it as it may, for the sake of discussion; it is acceptable to consider either 
of the options. From a pure empirical standpoint, in a collective sense, Isvara as the 
creator of the world leverages the power of maya to ordain the world, as if mounted on 


a machine. It is Isvara’s maya that deludes and confounds people. In this sense Isvara’s 
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maya creates individual avidya based on the individual’s karma. On the other hand, from 
a vichara perspective, it is only because of one’s avidya that the plurality of the universe 
is perceived. Thus the existence of the universe, the creator Isvara, the creator’s power 
of creation maya are all the result of the individual’s avidya. It is said that the name & 
form, which constitute the seeds of the entire expanse of phenomenal existence, also 
called as maya or prakruti, originates from avidya. In this sense, maya, as the wonderful 
power of the Great Lord is also only within the realm of avidya. Having said so, you as a 
jiva, clearly do not have the power to control Isvara’s potency - maya - or even simply 
comprehend it. Rather, it is sufficient to practice Vedanta sadhana to overcome avidya. 
Purvapakshin: Is it then irrelevant to consider avidya & maya to be the same or distinct? 
Siddhantin: It is definitely not necessary to consider one particular way or the other. It is 
not that only one of these considerations is valid Vedanta sadhana and the other is not. 
As mentioned before, based on the context and specific definitions, one may 
understand them as synonymous or as distinct. However it is absolutely irrelevant to 
argue vehemently one way or the other, forgetting the sadhana itself! From a simple 
mathematical calculation’s perspective, say finding the area of a circle with radius 7 cm, 
it is sufficient to consider the value of ‘pi’ as 22/7 or as 3.14 to solve an equation. When 
more detailed analysis is required, one can evaluate their distinctions and accuracy. 
However, if the purpose is to solve the equation quickly to overcome the challenge, it is 
irrelevant and illogical to just delve on the inaccuracies rather than solving. In the same 
way, the Vedanta sadhana is to overcome avidya through sravana, manana, 
nidhidhyasana. The necessary level of understanding of these two terms that is 
sufficient to satisfy the intellectual curiosity and to proceed uninterrupted through the 
sadhana is all that is required. Any further prodding is merely an academic 
preoccupation or the play of one’s ego. All that a sincere seeker needs to do is - gain the 


knowledge of oneness to overcome one’s avidya. Isvara will take care of His maya! 
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